Abstract Because of the taboo in Chinese culture, there is little research on Chinese children's perception of "death". The research on preschoolers' cognition of "death" could deepen our research on children's cognition process, guide children's life education, and improve the psychologic intervention on the children who experience such torment at their home. This research, with six variables of death concept, applicability, universality, irrevocability, dysfunctionality, causality, and judgment, investigated 180 3-6-year-old Chinese children's general perception of "death", and their cognition of such six sub-concept of "death". The experiment results demonstrated the status of Chinese children's cognition of "death". (1) 3-6-year-old children understand "death" more accurately as they grow older. (2) There is no significant difference in the perception of "death" between different gender children. (3) Children who have experiences with pets have more accurate understanding of "death" than those not. (4) Children have unbalanced understanding of six sub-concept of "death". (5) Children's perception of "death" is self-centered. On the base of such findings, the author advocates to include "death" education into children's daily education, and make use of picture books and the experience with pets to help them understand "death" properly.
Introduction
"Death", the most distressed topic, is frequently avoided intentionally because it is related to too much sorrow, pain and horror. We often choose to conceal the concept to save children a happy childhood. American early childhood educators found that because of advanced media 3 year olds virtually have come across the word "death". Therefore, "death" is an unavoidable phenomenon to young children. They would keep thinking of and questing the phenomenon they cannot understand. They would ask what "death" is, why people die, and whether they will die.
The research on children's perception of "death" can be traced back to 1930s in western countries. The topic attracted more attention after 1970s [1] . Researchers gave different definition to "death". Most of researchers reached the consensus that "death" is a compound definition which consists of several sub-concepts. Various researchers developed different sub-concepts. Kane (1979) defined, on the base of the analysis on children's perception of "death", nine sub-concept: realization, separation, immobility, irrevocability, causality, dysfunctionality, universality, insensitivity and appearance [2] . Hoffman and Strauss (1985) categorized the concepts into universality, irreversibility, nonfunctionality, causality, and noncorporeal continuation [3] . Speece and Brent (1984) concluded the concepts into three features: universality, irreversibility, and nonfunctionality [4] .
Maria Nagy (1948) conducted a classic experiment, and deduced the three stages when children understanding "death", which is in accordance with Piaget's children cognitive development stages. In the first stage (3-5 years old), children think that "death" is temporary, and can be reversed. In the second stage (5-8 years old), children realize that "death" is the end of life, and that it is permanent. In the third stage (9-10 years old), children's cognition of "death" is matured, and they begin to know human is mortal. Nguyen (2002) and Slaughter (2003) found in their researches that preschoolers have a general understanding of "death".
Children's cognitive development occurs in certain culture context. Ross et al claimed that there is an absence of culture background in a great amount of children's biology book [5] . Because of culture difference, Chinese scholars are reluctant to study children's perception of "death". Zhang Xiangkui et al (1998) conducted a research in this area on 3.5-6.5-year children. They tested children's perception of four sub-concepts of "death", irreversibility, unavoidability, dysfunctionality and emotionality. The results revealed that at the first stage children could not grasp the meaning of "death". At the second stage, children could explain "death" with certain concrete reasons, which was self-centered and emotional. At the third stage, children could manage to explain "death" with natural reasons, and understand it in a relative abstract term [6] .
In Chinese culture, "death" is a taboo, and adults come across difficulty in talking about "death" with kids. Media, in addition, sometimes mislead and even torture children's understanding of "death" with improper description. Therefore, "death" filled children with a mixed feeling of horror, intimidation and even curiosity. Therefore, the investigation into preschoolers' perception of "death" helps with the understanding of children's cognitive development and children's life education. It is critical for effective psychological intervention on children who experience such traumas. This research, on the basis of previous researches, conducted interviews with 180 3-6-year-old children on their perception of six sub-concept of death (applicability, universality, irrevocability, dysfunctionality, causality, and judgment) to explore young children's general perception of "death" and their perception of the six sub-concepts. According to the observation of the researchers in the kindergartens, some young children who raise or raised pets could do better in understanding "death", so experience of pets raising is added as a factor.
Methodology

Participants
180 3-6-year-old children (from a kindergarten in N city of Jiangsu Province in China) were recruited as the participants. The participants included 60 4 years old, 60 5 years old and 60 6 years old. The distribution of participants listed in Table 1 and 2. 
Instrument
The first instrument is picture categorization. 22 pictures of common things, including two of human being (an old man and a kid), five of animals (a fish, a bird, a tortoise, a tiger, and a sleeping cat), five of plants (flowers, grass, trees, mushroom, and cactuses), five of natural objects (river, cobblestones, the sun, the moon and lighting), and five man-made objects (a computer, a lamp, a table and chairs, a plane, and a vehicle), are employed in this instrument. All the 22 pictures need to be categorized into two groups. One is mortal, and the other is of no life.
In order to explore young children's cognition of six sub-concepts of "death", semi-structured interviews were employed to gain the most of the information. The questions in the interview were designed according to the six sub-concepts of "death".
1 
Research Procedure
Piaget's clinical study was applied in this research. The researcher stepped into classroom and interviewed each child. Before the interview, the researcher obtained general information of children from the teachers of each class, and set the interview time. Through negotiation, the interview time was scheduled at the periods after the breakfast in the morning and after the lunch in the afternoon. The one-on-one interview was conducted in a separate room. The question was semi-constructed, as detailed above, and children's answer was open-ended. The interviewer would add in further questions according to children's response. The whole interview processes were recorded.
First, participating children were required to classify pictures. 22 pictures of common things were used in this process, including two of human being (an old man and a kid), five of animals (a fish, a bird, a tortoise, a tiger, and a Universal Journal of Educational Research 5(2): 203-208, 2017 205 sleeping cat), five of plants (flowers, grass, trees, mushroom, and cactuses), five of natural objects (river, cobblestones, the sun, the moon and lighting), and five man-made objects (a computer, a lamp, a table and chairs, a plane, and a vehicle).All the 22 pictures were demonstrated randomly before each children, and they were required to categorize the picture into two groups. One is mortal, and the other is of no life. The results were photographed. The researcher added one credit for each correct categorization. There is no score for incorrect one. The maximum score in this part is 22.
After the first task, participants were interviewed with the semi-structured questions. For each question, mark 0 for incorrect or no response, which indicates the kid did not understand the sub-concept of "death"; mark 1 credit for partial correct response, which indicates the kid could understand the concept to a certain degree; and mark 2 credit for correct response, which indicates the kid had full cognition of the sub-concept. The comparison among groups showed that 4-year olds is different from other two groups significantly (p<0.05) in the categorization of human being and animals, and that 6-year olds is different from other two groups significantly (p<0.05) in the categorization of plants. However, there is no significant difference among the three groups in the categorization of natural and man-made objects. Young children, evidently, influenced by their age in categorizing human being, animal and plant pictures. Even in the classification of natural and man-made objects, where there is no significant difference among three groups, the elder children got higher credits than the younger ones.
Results and Analysis
Results
Results of Picture Categorization
Results of Interview
(1) 4-6-year olds' general perception of "death" An Investigation on 3-6-year-old Chinese Children's Perception of "Death"
Children's perception of "death" and its sub-concepts are displayed in table 4 and figure 1. Statistic comparison demonstrates that there is no significant diffidence between two genders. However, there is significant difference between different age groups (F(2,87)=20.659, p<0.001).
The results from Scheffe test demonstrate that 6 year old children gained significantly better understanding of "death" (p<0.001), and that 5 year olds are significantly better than 4 year olds (p<0.001). Nevertheless, there is no significant diffidence between two genders. Comparison also reveals that children's cognition of "death" and its sub-concepts develops with their natural growth. Children of all the three ages acquire their understanding of "death" and its sub-concepts alone a certain line: applicability, universality, judgment, irrevocability, causality, and dysfunctionality.
(2) 4-6-year olds' perception of death sub-concepts Table 5 to 7 demonstrated children's perception on the six sub-concepts of death from the perspectives of gender, age and pets experience. 1) Death Applicability: children's perception of death applicability are significantly different between different age groups (F(2,87)=12.83, p<0.05). Children gained more accurate understanding of death applicability as they grow. However, there is no significant difference between two genders, and pets experience also has no significant influence on their perception of this sub-concept.
2) Death Universality. The difference of children's perception of death universality is extremely significant between the three age groups (F(2,87)=9.149, p<0.001). Children's understanding of this sub-concept develops as they grow. 6-year olds cognized the sub-concept significantly better than the kids in other two groups. Data also show that girls have better understanding of this sub-concept, but there is no significant difference between the two genders. The group with pets experience also enjoyed a little advantage, but there is also no significant difference.
3) Death Irrevocability. Data show that 6-year olds enjoyed significant advantage over kids in other two groups (p<0.05). Boys got better scores than girls, and children with pets experiences also reported better response than those without, but there is no significant difference. 4) Death Dysfunctionality. Age (p<0.001) and pets experience (p<0.05) had significant influence on children's understanding of "death dysfunctionality". 6-year olds have better understanding than 4-year olds and 5-year olds. Children with pets experience did a better job than those without. However, gender did not have significant affect on children's perception of this sub-concept. 5) Death Causality. Analysis indicates that age affected children's acquisition of death causality significantly (F(2,87)=9.405, p<0.05). 4-year olds understand this sub-concept of death significantly better (p<0.001). Children with pets experience scored better than those without, and boys better than girls, but there is no significant difference.
6) Death Judgment. Data did not demonstrate any significant influence of age, gender and pets experience on children's perception of death judgment. However, the elder ones scored better than younger ones, boys better than girls, and those with pets experience better than those without. 
Analysis and Discussion
Analysis on the Results of Picture Categorization
The results indicate that children could make more precise judgment on "death" as they grew elder, and that they understand the death of animals better than that of plants, which might be the result of children's special feature of cognition and the nature of plants. Children lack of ability to probe into the inner property of things. In the task of human picture categorization, children were required to classify children and elders, and then questioned, "Will you die?" Most children gave negative response, which verified the Egocentrism in Piaget's cognitive theory.
Children's Perception of "Death"
4-6 year olds are in the preoperational stage in their cognitive development. Children, at this stage, begin their semiotic thinking, and form primary concepts. Their concept recognition develops as they grow naturally. Therefore, 6-year olds understand "death" much better than the other two age groups.
With the physical and psychological development, children gain better perception of death applicability, universality, irrevocability, dysfunctionality, causality, and judgment. This is in accordance with children's cognitive development process. Children in different age groups displayed cognitive difference, and children of the same age demonstrated fluctuated cognitive level. For instance, young children scored low in their understanding of death applicability, which agrees with the results from previous research. Almost all the 4-year participants thought all the things would die or would not die, which indicates that they could not understand the concept of death applicability. Most 5-year olds attributed the death to external reasons. For instance, "flowers will die without water," "stone and tortoise will not die for their hard shell," and "the old will die because of their white hair." They still could not understand the nature of death, and their perception of death applicability was still not matured. 6-year olds could generally get the concept of death applicability. They understood the cub-concept, and could tell what kind of things would die according to their texture and life.
Therefore, children are at a critical time in understanding death when they are 5, and it is necessary to facilitate 5-year olds to build up proper concept of death applicability, which can help them develop their love and respect to life, their affection to peers and the society.
Children's Perception Differences on "Death" between Different Age, Gender and Experience Groups
The data analysis shows that 4-6-year olds began to understand the "death" concept, which develops as they grow. Children's perception of death is highly related to their age.
Children's cognition of death did not vary significantly between two ages, but boys did get a little bit higher scores than girls. It is interesting that, when asked the reason for the death of a little golden fish, boys would say "it was killed by solders," "it was eaten by a big fish," or "it was killed with a stone." Girls provided answers like, "it was dead because it did not eat," "it was dead since I did not take good care of it," or "it was dead because it left the water." Boys' response displayed "violence" element, while girls' answers reflects their sentimental nature. Hence, gender has some effect on children's understanding of "death concept".
Pets experience is another factor. Data analysis shows that children's pets experience had significant influence on children's mastery of death dysfunctionality concept. Obviously, children can understand that the function of body parts would lost as things die. Children could understand it by analogizing it to their pets' experience. Children's experience is the foundation of their development, and, to a certain extent, children's pets experience is related to children's death concept construction
Conclusion and Implication
Conclusion
Through data analysis and discussion, following conclusions are reached on 4-6-year old Chinese young children's cognition of death.
1) Children's death cognition develops as they grow. They can gain more and more accurate understanding on the death of living and non-living things. 2) There is no significant difference between children of two genders on their understanding of death. However, boys' incline to use "violence" words in their response, while girls prefer sensitive vocabulary.
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3) Pets experience does not have significant effect on children's perception of death, but children with pets experience score a little bit better than those without. 4) Children acquire the sub-concepts of death in a certain order: death applicability, death universality, death judgment, death irrevocability, death causality, and death dysfunctionality. 5) Children's death perception is also influenced by their egocentrism.
Educational Implication
The features of children's perception of death cast implications for educators' and parents' death and life education on their children.
1) Incorporate Death Education into Children's Life
Death education has been integrated into elementary education in western countries since the middle of 20 th century. With the development of research in this area, American education development put more and more emphasis on death education, and proposed that educates should provide children with proper education material through appropriate teaching methods, which should be suitable to their cognitive development. Death education should also go with health and sanitation education, influencing children in daily education.
4-year olds lack of danger awareness, and educators need to teach children how to protect themselves in daily life. For example, children need to be taught public signs, danger marks, and body protection. 5-year olds began to realize the concept of death. Proper intervention will help them to acquire accurate understanding of death, and soothe death-related emotion. 6-year olds have certain understanding of death, so they need to be guided to learn the relation between life and death.
Hence, in death education, teachers should educate children to a. learn to protect themselves b. have proper understanding of death, control their own feelings, and c. know the relation between death and life.
2) Carry out Death Education with Picture Book
Talking about and explaining death is always an extremely difficult task for adults. Picture books could provide an effective way for adults to carry out death education. Huang (1994) and Zheng (1999) pointed out that picture books, with its interesting illustrations and plot, are beneficial for young children to let out great pressure, go through depression, and overcome emotional barriers when facing "death" issues.
Educators and parents can choose age appropriate reading materials for sharing, teaching and discussion the concept of death. For instance, Grandpa did not Wear His Suit utilized words and pictures to relate the changing feeling of a boy who lost his grandpa, which can help children to face the death issue, accept the sorrow feeling, and learn to recover over time. A Falling Leaf is another story that explains the balance between death and life with the life cycle of a leaf across four seasons. There are lots of similar picture books that can be employed for death education with children.
3) Enrich Children's Life Experience through Raising Pets
In Guidance for 3-6-Year Olds' Learning and Development, it is advocated that children need to be facilitated to understand the diversity and uniqueness of life, and to learn the life process of birth, growth, production and death through observing, planting and raising activities. Such activities enable children to experience the life cycle, and to develop their awareness of responsibility for life.
Life is the start of education, and life is also the destination of education. Life education is a permanent topic in education, and education keeps pursuing better life. The early childhood stage is a critical period for a human, and it is also the stage to establish the foundation for life-lone education. In this stage, death education is possible and unavoidable. It is necessary to influence life with life, and help children experience life at the beginning of their life, which will inspire their understanding, respect and love for love. This is beneficial for the whole life of the children, and this is the ultimate aim of education.
